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Book Reviews
The Mother and Narrative Politics in Modern China. By
Sally Taylor Lieberman. Charlottesville: University Press of
Virginia, 1998. 267pp. ISBN 0-8139-1790-5 (cloth).
In The Mother and Narrative Politics in Modern China, 
Sally Taylor Lieberman uses the figure of the mother as a 
keyhole through which to view the complexity of modern 
Chinese literature. Lieberman applies the “alien arguments” of 
feminism, postmodernism, and psychoanalysis in order to 
explore the mother as a sign that is intricately involved in the 
battles of modernity, nationhood, and revolution. Lieberman's 
critical framework highlights the experience of the non-Chinese 
scholar who finds the topic of motherhood to be at once foreign 
and familiar—an “uncanny” blurring of boundaries. Her work, 
indeed, calls into question the very idea that “the scholarly 
imagination must...follow clean, well-lighted corridors whose 
Chineseness can be corroborated by massive accumulations of 
texts and teachings, lest the researcher stray from this 
evidentiary ground into the labyrinth of her un-Chinese mind" (5). 
Lieberman argues that rigid corridors allowing a Western self to 
cleanly navigate a constructed “pure” Chinese subject are part of 
an Orientalist construction of artificial borders. It is these artificial 
borders which Lieberman destabilizes through her focus on 
motherhood as a link between China and the 
west.
Lieberman examines multiple 
constructions of motherhood, ranging from 
the idealized mother who embodies natural 
love, to the oedipal mother who symbolizes 
the conflict between traditional fathers and 
modern sons, to the domineering mother and 
her powerless son, to the larger-than-life 
absence of the mother experienced by the 
“new woman,” to the figure of the bereaved 
mother. Enriching the discussion are also 
chapters on the depiction of birth and 
pregnancy, as well as images of "menial 
mothers” （wet nurses and dry nurses).
Journal of Modem Literature in Chinese 4.1 (July 2000): 157-168 
© 2000 Lingnan University
158 Sarah E. Stevens
Lieberman’s literary texts are remarkably well chosen， including 
canonical and non-canonical works, written by both male and 
female authors. This wide selection, along with her even-handed 
treatment of both famous and little-known texts, fractures our 
sometimes-complacent picture of modern Chinese literature and 
allows for deeper illumination of familiar themes. In this way, her 
work can be grouped with other recent scholarship that has de- 
centered the May Fourth school and challenged the monolithic 
construction of modern Chinese literary history.
In addition to using scholarship by leading Sinologists, 
Leiberman applies the theories of Sigmund Freud, Melanie 
Klein, and Nancy Chodorow to dissect the politics of mother 
representation. Throughout the work, Lieberman sprinkles 
pertinent discussions of issues such as the origin of the modern 
category “woman,” the relationship of womanhood and 
personhood， the construction of “mother/father_land，” and the 
need to sacrifice the sexual body in order to assume the role of 
mother. These tantalizing digressions left me hoping that 
Lieberman would expand on these theoretical issues, instead of 
treating them so briefly. Lieberman’s chapter on the motherless 
“new woman” could also be expanded. In particular, I believe the 
absence of the literary mother could be related to the experience 
of women writers who find that they struggle with the absence of 
female precursors in the literary tradition-related to a sort of 
“anxiety of authorship” like that posited by Gilbert and Gubar 
(1979)—whose theories Lieberman does reference.
While Lieberman is able to use western feminist and 
psychoanalytic theories to re-illuminate Chinese literature, her 
work is less strong in the other direction. In her introduction, 
Lieberman states that she wishes to defamiliarize both theories 
and texts in order to create new perspectives. While her use of 
western theory brilliantly brings new insight to the Chinese 
literary canon, she chooses not to push her textual arguments in 
directions that would break the borders of her theories. In 
particular, her exploration of “menial mothers” stops just short of 
directly threatening psychoanalytic theories.
One of Lieberman’s most interesting contributions to the 
discussion of modern literature is her analysis of sentiment and 
sentimental literature. Lieberman identifies sentimental 
treatment of the mother as an area that destabilizes the literary
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critics construction of realist literature. By looking at the works 
and reception of authors such as Bing Xin, Mao Dun, Lu Xun, 
and Lu Yin, Lieberman shows that how literary critics denounced 
the pervasive sentimentality of such early modern literature by 
creating a firm link between sentiment and female writers. This 
portion of Lieberman’s dovetails nicely with works such as 
Wendy Larson’s “The End of ‘Funu Wenxue”’ （ 1988). Lieberman 
expands on this idea of the feminized sentiment in two ways. 
First, her analysis of the depictions of the mother in works by 
male writers clearly illustrates the ways in which such so-called 
realist literature relied heavily on sentiment. Her analysis 
focuses on works by Lu Xun, Rou Shi and Xiao Hong, including 
an exceptionally weH-written section on Lu Xun’s “Zhufu.” 
Lieberman finds that the figure of the bereaved mother indicated 
the hysterical as the abject of realism. Second, Lieberman 
dissects the gender politics involved in associating the 
sentimental with the feminine and the role of the literary critic 
(Western and Chinese) in this political process. Literary critics 
blame women writers for their use of sentiment as a tool to 
promote a melodramatic identification between the reader and 
the character. Lieberman argues brilliantly that literary critics 
have dealt with the sentimentality of male-authored works by 
detaching sentiment from the works themselves and displacing it 
onto the figures of the writers themselves. Lieberman identifies a 
clear double standard:
Whereas identification with the suffering figures in May Fourth 
fiction-most of whom are poor and female-would be regarded as 
naive, identification with the frustrations and dilemmas of May 
Fourth writers-most of whom are elite and male-is the mark of a 
discerning reader who understands the historical and national 
importance of modern Chinese literature. (12)
Thus, the sentim entality of the text is displaced into a 
sentimental reading of the “agonized authorial figure” and his 
painful identification with the powerless state of the Chinese 
nation (191). Liberman’s work complicates our picture of 
modern Chinese literature by using the symbol of the mother to 
bring together disparate texts. Her analysis illustrates the 
narrowness of the literary canon and the gender politics that
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played such a huge role in its construction. Lieberman 
demonstrates the value in a topical approach to literary studies, 
which not only contributes to our specific knowledge of the 
narrative mother, but also contributes to our understanding of 
broader issues， including sentimentality, the creation of the “new 
woman/1 and the struggle for national strength.
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